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PROLOGUE
 THE TIPPING POINT

Whenever you played the late doubleheader at Broome Park, you always had to be worried about the lights.

For one thing, they were terribly inadequate. A few lonely stanchions were presumably all that Montgomery County, Maryland, had deemed affordable, or politically feasible, when they had converted this former middle school into a two-field softball complex, tucked into the tidy Twinbrook neighborhood of neo-colonials, Cape Cods, and ranch houses about 15 miles northwest of Washington, DC. The result was typical rec league low wattage—no problem for the teams playing the early games, but a real challenge for those whose first contest began at 8:30 p.m.

And then there were the timers. In a deal undoubtedly negotiated with the Twinbrook neighbors at the time Broome was converted in the mid-1980s, all lights were put on timers that would snap off at precisely 10:45 p.m., with all the subtlety and forgiveness of motel bathroom heat lamps—leaving the field in primal blackness no matter the status of the games.

That was a concern for the players of the Fresh Fields Naturals as they arrived at the field on Tuesday, June 11, 1996, and began stretching and playing catch in preparation for their games. But the talk was of something else.

“Did you guys hear the news? Company’s being sold to Whole Foods,” said Tom Kovack, the team’s pitcher, as he warmed up his arm behind the first base dugout. Kovack worked at the Fresh Fields warehouse, managing teams of workers who, in a masterful ballet of logistics and sweat, received tons of organic produce and natural foods from incoming 18-wheelers throughout each day, moved the products around the warehouse on pallet jacks, and then shipped them off to the company’s 22 stores the next morning. “They asked us to run another shift tomorrow to clean up the warehouse so it’ll be ready for visitors,” he said, his voice tinged with—what? resentment? resignation?—as he fired a warm-up toss a little bit harder.

“It’s true,” added shortstop/grocery manager Brian Bishop with the confident tone of someone who has been on the receiving end of a shocking rumor and now wants to be among the first to pass it along as fact. “I heard Ordan was down in Texas last Friday signing the papers.”

And so, as game time neared, some murky shadows began shifting fitfully across the field, and across the future of the company.

To most of the Fresh Fields players—marketing managers, information technology specialists, and others from the corporate office—this was a baseless rumor, just a bunch of foam and froth. How could it possibly be true? Fresh Fields was thriving! Founded only 5 years earlier by Harvard Business School graduates Mark and Kathy Sklar Ordan, legendary grocer Leo Kahn, and Kahn’s longtime operations mastermind Jack Murphy, Fresh Fields had already grown faster than anything the natural foods industry had ever seen: It was now pushing $250 million in sales, second only to Whole Foods Markets $496 million from that company’s 47 mostly-west-of-the-Mississippi stores, and gaining fast. Stores in Bethesda, Maryland, and Tysons Corner, Virginia, were racking up among the nations highest supermarket sales per square foot. Fresh Fields had been praised lavishly in the press, earning Money magazines Store of the Year honor in 1993 and considerable attention from the New York Times’ Marian Burros (“These gleaming new supermarkets . . . bear about as much resemblance to the to the grungy, 1960’s fern-bedecked natural-foods co-op . . . as McDonald’s does to Lutece.”).1 The company also had a powerhouse board of directors that included Howard Schultz, CEO of Starbucks; Dave Fuente, CEO of Office Depot; and leaders from not one but three top financial companies: The Carlyle Group, Tiger Management, and Goldman Sachs. And so, not surprisingly, covert discussions had begun about an initial public offering (IPO). True, Fresh Fields had not yet turned a profit. But others had filed for an IPO while they were still in the red, including Boston Chicken, which had gone public in 1993 and seen its stock jump an amazing 143 percent on the very first day Most observers thought Fresh Fields had that kind of potential (and if the rumors were to be believed, Whole Foods thought so, too). Somehow, Fresh Fields just had to keep the investors happy and the competitors at bay.

But now came this scuttlebutt, this hardball rumor on the softball field, apparently backed up by incontrovertible details—and instantly, all thoughts turned from day to night, from IPO to sale, from glory to obsolescence, from immense pride to prospective unemployment.

Indeed, much hung in the balance on that June night in 1996 as the Fresh Fields Naturals took the field at Broome Park, and as Fresh Fields the company fought for its life. The question was, would the lights go out before the game was over?
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The fact that such machinations were even being contemplated was in many ways astonishing.

Just 2 decades earlier, the natural foods industry was still in its infancy, a hippie sideshow to the serious business of food production and retailing that, in the years since World War II, had fueled Americas growth and transformed us from a nation of bread lines into the breadbasket of the world. Through the 1960s and 1970s, there had been little more than a sprinkling of dreary health foods stores across the country, offering a laughably small selection of wheat germ, tofu, brown rice, and other products that were decidedly lacking in mainstream tastes, and for that matter lacking in taste altogether.

But then something happened, something dramatic and completely unexpected: Spurred by the unrelenting idealism of a few visionaries and by a series of food scares that laid bare the presence of dangerous chemicals in everyday foods like apples and diet soda, society began to rediscover the world of natural and organic foods, the very same world in which it had unwittingly operated for centuries before science and agribusiness reinvented our diets with synthetic additives, preservatives, pesticides, and herbicides and allowed chemicals to infiltrate every last link of the food chain. Natural foods became more abundant, more accessible, more sophisticated, more palatable, more desirable . . . and soon became a bellwether of the late-20th-century shift toward more enlightened business attitudes, as well as a badge of merit for aspirational consumers.

In the vanguard of that movement were pioneers like Mo Siegel of Celestial Seasonings, John Mackey of Whole Foods Market, Steve Demos of WhiteWave, and Gene Kahn of Cascadian Farm, who combined a passion for changing the world with the practical vision and business acumen to actually do so. Through their efforts to educate customers about the risks of chemical additives and the benefits of healthy eating, and through their innovative developments in merchandising, packaging, and product quality, natural foods began to reclaim at least a foothold in our pantries, in our menus, in our diets, and more importantly in our consciousness.

It was never easy. These Natural Prophets faced most of the obstacles trailblazing entrepreneurs usually encounter—no access to capital other than friends and family, no road map, no established market for their products. They also met with the staunch opposition of Big Food and chemical companies; the limitations created by government programs like the Farm Bill that reinforced the status quo; plus the biases of a nation that, through the efforts of Madison Avenue, had come to favor catchy advertising jingles over ingredient lists, and that still seemed to believe the Woodstock generation mostly just needed a safety razor and a can of Ultra Ban 5000 deodorant.

More fundamentally, the reflexive idealism of the industry’s early pioneers had begun to run headlong into the gathering forces of opportunism. Second-generation entrepreneurs who, at first, cared less about food purity than about pure profits saw huge potential in the industry; in the late 1980s and early 1990s, hundreds of new products were launched, and big retail chains like Wild Oats and Fresh Fields were born. Then, once natural foods showed real signs of promise, money began pouring in. The newfound government surpluses and prosperity of the Clinton era created optimism among investors and an eagerness to find places to use their ample cash reserves. (The Dow Jones average was about to enter the steepest growth period in its 18-year bull-market run, and while technology companies like Microsoft, AOL, and Apple were enticing, the “dot-com boom” was still a couple of years away.) Hedge funds, private equity firms, venture capitalists, and the investment wings of pension funds jumped in. “Green” and “socially responsible” funds were being created by mutual fund companies like the Calvert Group and investment banks like Adams, Harkness & Hill. The natural foods industry, once derided by the head of biochemistry at the Vanderbilt School of Medicine as consisting of “the organic gardeners, the anti-fluoride leaguers, the worshippers of ‘natural foods,’ those who cling to the philosophy of a vital principle, and other pseudo-scientists and faddists,”2 was suddenly an attractive investment option.

Now it was 1996, and the natural foods industry was simply exploding, as millions of consumers seemed to have awakened suddenly to the benefits of healthier eating. There were more than 6,600 natural/health foods stores in the country, many of them fancy “yupscale” supermarket-sized palaces like Fresh Fields, tallying $9.17 billion in sales. Although this was just a tiny fraction of the overall retail food business in the United States (Kroger alone had 1,356 stores doing $25.2 billion in sales),3 natural foods had grown at an amazing compound annual rate of approximately 17 percent over the previous 5 years, roughly four or five times the rate of the conventional side of the business.4 Moreover, some of the leading natural foods brands—like Earthbound Farm salads, Stonyfield Farm yogurt, Celestial Seasonings tea, and Frookies fruit-juice-sweetened cookies—had all crossed over to become mainstays in conventional supermarkets, as well.

The year 1996 had already seen several momentous leaps forward.

There had been the announcement that Mountain People’s Warehouse, the largest natural foods distributor in the West, and Cornucopia, the largest one in the East, had joined forces to create a new company called United Natural Foods, Inc., or UNFI. The creation of UNFI portended a new day in natural foods, not far off in the future, when efficient logistics would at last come to this traditionally fragmented, unreliable, ragtag industry. Costs would come down, in turn lowering retail prices, and thus perhaps attracting a much larger group of consumers.

In March, there had also come word of the purchase of the organic baby food company Earth’s Best by the H.J. Heinz Company for $30 million. While this was certainly not the first time that a Big Food company had invested in a natural foods company—that honor probably went to Kraft and Smucker’s, which purchased Celestial Seasonings and the R.W. Knudsen juice company, respectively, in the appropriately Orwellian year of 1984—it was nevertheless a milestone moment that, as it turned out, would usher in a furious period of investment in natural foods companies by Big Food: Before the end of the 20th century, less than 4 years away, Mars, General Mills, Kellogg, and Dean Foods, among others, would all buy their way in.

But the biggest news of the year so far was that the Boulder-based retailers Alfalfa’s and Wild Oats had announced their intention to merge and then go public. Alfalfa’s, founded in 1979, had earned a stellar reputation for its store operations, food quality (especially in natural meat), and convivial social environment; it had grown slowly and steadily, and by 1996 had 11 stores spread out in Colorado, Santa Fe, Seattle, and Vancouver doing a combined $120 million annually. Wild Oats had been founded in 1987 by Mike Gilliland, an enterprising but somewhat aimless entrepreneur who had lately been running some convenience stores with his wife, Elizabeth “Libby” Cook. But this was the right time, and Boulder was the right place. Between 1989 and 1993, the company grew 544 percent. It made the Inc. magazine list of the 500 fastest growing small companies in 1994, and by 1996 had more than two dozen stores throughout the West and was generating about $150 million in sales.5 Thus, the merger of Alfalfa’s and Wild Oats would create a combined company (operating as Wild Oats) with 39 stores and $270 million in sales, leapfrogging past Fresh Fields into second place and challenging Whole Foods’ healthy hegemony from the West.

And now—well, now these rumors about a Fresh Fields IPO being replaced by rumors about Fresh Fields selling out to Whole Foods? Even those who were caught up in the day-to-day fight recognized that a seminal moment had arrived in the natural foods revolution. For the question of who would emerge triumphant in the retail battle had ramifications beyond just that of a land grab or a play for market share: The companies also represented radically different philosophies. Whole Foods was a product of the old guard, a recognizable evolutionary varietal descended from the health foods movement, nurtured lovingly by natural foods zealots; Fresh Fields was a meticulously engineered corporation, built with MBA genius and Wall Street money; Wild Oats was an opportunistic response, a business version of throwing spaghetti on the wall to see if it sticks. Whole Foods was consensus-driven and decentralized, while Fresh Fields was closely controlled and tightly structured; Wild Oats, expedient and protean, fell somewhere between the two. It was mission against money, idealism against opportunism, the school of bootstrap entrepreneurship against Harvard Business School, with a Wild card thrown in for good measure.

So it was that the humble little natural foods industry—product of the counterculture movement, viewed for so long by so many as just a fringe group of tofu-wiggling, wheat-germ-crunching food faddists—had come of age. A tipping point was clearly at hand, as the Era of High-Minded Idealists had begun to yield to the Age of Opportunists, and a movement gave way to a legitimate industry. New products and big brands were emerging and crossing over into the mainstream. Giddy investors were lining up. Consolidation was the order of the day. And on the retail side, a three-way struggle for supremacy was shaping up, with IPOs and mergers threatening to shift the balance of power wildly one way or the other. The very direction of the natural foods industry, perhaps even its soul, was at stake.
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We have come a long way since that pivotal moment. Whole Foods Market is now an enormously influential Fortune 500 company. Fresh Fields lives on only as a Facebook “fans and alumni” page. Wild Oats is gone, though a new ownership group has bought the name and may be planning to bring it back. Yet today, if you shop for groceries, or dine at a restaurant, or prepare meals for a child, or just stop off for a beverage at a gas station convenience store, then natural foods are probably a part of your life. Whether you shop at Whole Foods or Walmart, whether you go out to eat at Chipotle or McDonald’s, you will find natural and organic foods options everywhere.

Having lived through that food revolution, and having fought on its front lines as the top marketing executive for several of the combatants at one time or another, it began to dawn on me that there is far more depth to this tale than just an arcane history, far more significance than just a struggle among competitive brands. It is actually a big, sprawling story of popular movements and unpopular products, of entrepreneurs and industries, of idealists and opportunists, and of how their efforts to build companies worked, and didn’t. It is a story that begins to explain the competitive/cooperative contradictions of modern business, one that in some ways neatly pegs the changes in consumer priorities that have come to define us in today’s world. It is a story from which much can be learned—about entrepreneurship, about how missions drive business, and about the American character itself. And it is a story that most people have never heard.

The fact is that from its early roots as a reaction against the postwar proliferation of chemicals, to its philosophical but impractical development by idealistic children of the sixties, to its conversion in the eighties and nineties into a modern business by a group of ambitious opportunists, to its current state as bubbling crucible of mission-driven entrepreneurial activity, the natural foods industry has proven to be both fascinating and unduly influential. It has sparked a revolution in food production, marketing, and consumption. It has focused our attention on health, and on ways to remedy our personal and collective failures to look after ourselves and our planet. And somewhere along the way, without our really noticing that it was happening, the natural foods industry has helped to change the way a lot of 21st-century business is conducted, and the manner in which many companies now organize themselves around principles instead of products.

It can be argued, and I do in this book, that some of the natural foods pioneers—people like John Mackey of Whole Foods, Gary Hirshberg of Stonyfield Farm, and Drew and Myra Goodman of Earthbound Farm—have made a larger contribution to the health and sustainability of this planet and the human beings who ride on it than just about anyone else in the modern era, including the usual targets of our hero worship in that apotheosis of entrepreneurship, Silicon Valley. (The natural foods pioneers’ stories are also vastly more entertaining.)

Just as importantly, the business legacies of the many influential companies in this industry run deep. If indeed we are now living in a changed world—one in which mission-driven values, corporate social responsibility, transparency, and authenticity have gone from being marketing gimmicks to requirements—then in my view, we have natural foods companies like Whole Foods, Stonyfield Farm, Organic Valley, Earthbound Farm, and Honest Tea to thank.

Of course, a topic as expansive as the birth and growth of an entire industry does not easily lend itself to a single book. For although the natural foods industry developed in a rather concentrated period of time, there were still a great many people involved, a great many brands born, a great many events unfolding more or less concurrently in different parts of the country and the world. Hence, more so than with most histories, one’s narrative depends on one’s perspective—on the point of entry into the tale and on which story lines are chased down and which ignored.

For example, in looking at the “natural products industry”—a catchall term encompassing natural and organic foods, body-care products, vitamins and supplements, and housewares such as cleaning supplies—I chose to focus mainly on natural foods, because it is the largest and best-known sector. Organics, by this definition, are a subset of natural foods. Natural body-care products make a cameo in this book, but only a cameo, since the fact remains that many core natural foods customers view the mouth as the Maginot Line of their greater health awakening, and continue to freely use topical products that contain all sorts of artificial ingredients. Similarly, I chose not to spend time focusing on the vitamin and supplement industry, for although it was an important precursor to the natural foods industry, it was largely subsumed into it.

Also worth noting is that given the modern economics of book publishing, no one could include information about all of the important food companies in a single volume; the industry is simply too vast. Some of the founders were impossible to reach or declined to participate; other stories seemed to add little value to the narrative. Hence, some well-known companies are not prominently featured in this book, despite their undeniable appeal and success.

What I have written falls somewhere between scholarly history, popular history, biographical memoir, and corporate profile. Because of my own background in the industry, I was able to tap into some unusual archival material and perhaps provide some insights into various characters’ personalities and motivations. But because I was trained by great historians such as Howard R. Lamar of Yale University and the late John L. Thomas of Brown University, I approached the topic dispassionately and always attempted to consider the people and events in the context of their place and time through the use of more than 300 outside sources as well as the recollections—gathered during interviews—of nearly 100 industry pioneers. I have made an effort to verify, validate, and corroborate the material gleaned from these interviews, though it has not always been possible, because some of the events discussed happened decades ago and even a natural foods diet heavy in ginseng and ginkgo biloba cannot stave off the effects of Father Time.

Still, whatever the perspective and methodology, this book tells an entertaining story, and a meaningful one. It provides insights into the food industry, the world of retailing, the entrepreneurial mind, the management tool kit, and the kitchen pantry—as well as a rollicking ride in the Wayback Machine through some of the more memorable developments in American business and society of the past 50 years. And, just maybe, by looking back it offers a road map forward into a more natural future. For as the early 19th-century German writer and philosopher Friedrich von Schlegel said, “The historian is a prophet in reverse.”

Joe Dobrow

July 2013


CHAPTER 1

THE MILKMAN OR THE COW

This morning, hundreds of thousands of people sat down to a bowl of Post Honey Bunches of Oats cereal. Maybe even you. It is, after all, one of the most popular breakfast cereals in America, second in sales only to Honey Nut Cheerios. Perhaps you chose the Tropical Blend Mango Coconut flavor in the orange-and-turquoise box with the palm trees on it. Or the one that reassuringly includes “real strawberries.”

The Post brand dates back to the late 19th century, and is legendary in the cereal business. A farm-implement-manufacturer-turned-real-estate-developer named Charles William (C.W.) Post founded the company after a stay at the Battle Creek Sanitarium run by John Harvey Kellogg, in an attempt to get his nervous and digestive issues under control. Post was impressed by the dietary products he sampled at Battle Creek, and in 1895 launched a product of his own, a “cereal beverage” called Postum. It was pitched to consumers as a caffeine-free alternative to coffee. A 1903 advertisement made the straightforward case: “Coffee causes Heart-Failure, Dyspepsia, Brain-Fag and Nervous-Prostration. These will leave you when you use Postum Food Coffee.”1

In 1897 Post came out with a new cereal product called Grape Nuts, and in 1904 with a corn flake cereal originally called Elijah’s Manna, prudently renamed in 1908 as Post Toasties. In later years, as the company evolved and became known as General Foods, there would be many more storied cereal products: 40% Bran Flakes, Raisin Bran, Alpha-Bits, Spoon-Sized Shredded Wheat, Honeycomb, and in 1971 the immortal Fruity Pebbles.

In fact, one could look at the Post portfolio of cereal products and brands and trace nearly the entire history of the modern American health foods industry through their advertising—from brain-fag to Euell Gibbons to Fred Flintstone. And back: Starting in 2004, Post reduced the amount of sugar in some of their popular cereals, and in 2011 their new packaging boldly trumpeted the gluten-free version of Fruity Pebbles. Yabba dabba don’t.

Honey Bunches of Oats was launched in 1989–1990, around the same time that General Foods was being married to Kraft by parent company Philip Morris, creating a $30 billion, 55,000-employee colossus that C.W. Post could never have imagined. The cereal’s current ingredient list reflects some of the tempering effects that the healthy foods revolution has had on the cereal industry, but also the extent to which a multitude of inputs (in this case, at least 30) still define our highly processed world: corn, whole grain wheat, sugar, whole grain rolled oats, brown sugar, rice, high oleic vegetable oil (canola or sunflower oil), wheat flour, malted barley flour, salt, corn syrup, whey (from milk), honey, malted corn and barley syrup, caramel color, natural and artificial flavor, annatto extract (color), and BHT [butylated hydroxytoluene] added to the packaging. There are also added vitamins and minerals, including reduced iron, niacinamide, vitamin B6, vitamin A palmitate, riboflavin (vitamin B2), thiamin mononitrate (vitamin B1), zinc oxide, folic acid, vitamin B12, and vitamin D.

The Post Toasties your grandparents may have eaten—admittedly before labeling laws had been enacted to require full disclosure, but also before modern-day innovations like code dates, fortification, and Recommended Daily Allowances brought a flurry of new ingredients to each box—bore this simple statement on the front of the package: “Made from corn grits, sugar and salt.”

And what about the milk with your Honey Bunches of Oats? You might have added some 2 percent milk from your local dairy (which is probably a few hundred miles distant). Or perhaps some raw milk, or Silk soy milk, or calcium-enriched whole milk Lactaid, or maybe even Organic Valley fat-free organic milk fortified with omega-3 fatty acids sustainably sourced from wild ocean fish. Your grandparents’ milk? It likely came from the milkman—probably with cream on top—or from the cow.
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In just one or two short generations, food production and procurement have been completely transformed in nearly every corner of the world. Natural and organic foods, once the norm, have given way to synthetic and chemical foods so thoroughly, so absolutely, that we have all but forgotten how things used to be. Only through the heroic efforts of a small group of entrepreneurs in recent years have we begun to turn back the tide of artificiality and to rediscover the foods, processes, and principles that our forebears would have recognized.

The fact is that from the time Homo sapiens first appeared on the planet at least 200,000 years ago up until nearly the present day, all of the food we ate was “organic,” which is to say: as it was found in nature, with the only modifications coming from preparation (separating, cutting) or from the alchemy of ingredients and creative genius we think of as “cooking.” But the raw elements? They were pure and natural for roughly the first 199,900 of those years. Whether it was big game meat scavenged by the Neanderthals, shoots and grains carefully cultivated by our Mesolithic forebears, a béchamel sauce prepared in the court of the Sun King during the late 17th century, or the box of Post Toasties in your grandmother’s pantry, all food was taken as a gift more or less straight from nature. Chemicals never factored into the equation. There was no equation at all.

Since about the time of World War II, however, Homo sapiens has become incredibly . . . sapient. And we have shifted almost in toto to a diet of chemically treated crops and animal proteins, and highly processed foods with lengthy polysyllabic ingredients lists. Some 80,000 new chemical compounds have been introduced in the United States in that time,2 many of which are used in the production, packaging, and storage of food. In particular, chemicals are used as pesticides, herbicides, fungicides, and fertilizers on 930 million acres in the United States, or roughly 96 percent of the farmland, and on 3.8 billion acres globally.3

Among the class of pesticides alone, US farmers use an estimated 5.6 billion pounds per year, a tenfold increase since World War II, in part because evolutionary forces keep fighting back: There are now hundreds of pesticide-resistant insects, whose biology has proven to be more potent than the chemical cocktails we feed them. A 2004 study also showed the existence of 286 herbicide-resistant weeds. Despite the epic battle fought with these tens of thousands of chemicals, crop losses due to pest and weed damage have nearly doubled since World War II, and now amount to about 37 percent of the total grown.4

The ingenious laboratory work of companies like Dow Chemical, DuPont, Monsanto, and American Cyanamid has brought enormous benefits to farms, economies, and, arguably, the human race. Farm productivity has increased beyond all mathematical reason. Farmers are able to plant more densely, extend the growing season, yield more food per acre, and reduce their labor costs. Chemicals have also helped agronomy advance in the developing world to the point at which some soil-poor nations are now better able to feed their starving masses.

But there has also been an almost unfathomable cost. For after the lid of Pandora’s pesticide box was flipped open, some residue remained inside. Because some of these chemicals are fat-soluble, they can penetrate the cells of the plants on which they are applied, and can “bio-accumulate” into each successive member of the food chain that consumes the plants. Many other chemicals enter our bodies through the environment, such as the common herbicide Atrazine—also known as 2-chloro-4-(ethylamino)-6-(isopropylamino)-s-triazine—which, according to the New York Times, “has become among the most common contaminants in American reservoirs and other sources of drinking water.”5 Thus, almost every single person in the country now has traces of pesticides in the blood; most newborns have at least 232 chemicals in their bodies.6 Indeed, it is estimated that the average American now consumes about 9 pounds of chemical additives each year.7 Many of these compounds have been linked to brain and lung damage, cancer, developmental disabilities, and a host of other diseases, conditions, and afflictions.8

But that is the only the start of our chemical dependency. Here in the 21st century, nearly 70 years after the synthetic revolution began, the transformations in our food are not just molecular, but genetic and societal, too.

First, consider the genetic level. With Daedalian ingenuity, and what critics would say is hubristic indifference, scientists in the postwar period discovered that DNA could be transferred between two different organisms, thus opening up the possibility that the genetic makeup of foodstuffs could be engineered to breed for desirable characteristics. There were some experiments with antibiotic-resistant tobacco plants in the 1980s. Then scientists at a company called Calgene developed a tomato whose ripening process was slowed down by adding a gene from the E. coli bacterium that interfered with the normal production of an enzyme responsible for breaking down pectin in the cell walls. The effect would be to make a tomato that was resistant to rotting, and which could theoretically be allowed to remain on the vine longer than most tomatoes (which are typically picked when under-ripe and then allowed to ripen in transit or with the addition of ethylene gas). This test-tube tomato was called CGN-89564-2, but was better known as the Flavr Savr—the first commercially produced “genetically modified organism,” or GMO. With the approval of the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), it was born on May 18, 1994.

It turned out that vowels were not the only thing missing from the Flavr Savr. The fruits were smaller than most other tomatoes, the yield per acre was terrible, and the product ultimately had to be cross-bred to achieve a better flavor. Calgene was eventually sold to Monsanto.

But CGN-89564-2 unleashed a torrent of additional interest, research, and development in genetic food engineering that would remake the food landscape forever. Crops could now be engineered that were drought resistant, or that had greater rigidity to enable denser planting, or that could minimize the need for excessive application of pesticides and herbicides. Soon, genes from the flounder were being bred into certain tomato crops to make them more resistant to frost; the company Ventria Bioscience even used genes found in human saliva and breast milk to engineer a type of rice they said could be useful in treating children with diarrhea.

Today, a mere 20 years later, an estimated 91 percent of all soybeans, 85 percent of all corn, and 88 percent of all cotton grown in the United States comes from genetically modified seeds. Monsanto alone controls 90 percent of US soybean production and 60 percent of US corn through patented seeds that, because they must be repurchased every year instead of being allowed to regenerate, have in turn remade the whole economics of the agricultural system.

Second, there is the societal level—for the gains made in productivity on the farm in the chemical era set off a chain reaction that ultimately toppled some unintended dominos.

As Michael Pollan illustrated so dramatically in The Omnivore’s Dilemma, chemical innovations led to greater productivity from cornfields. More corn produced meant more need to find uses for corn. One such use was as livestock feed. Only about 10 percent of the world’s grain in 1900 went to feed livestock, but that number doubled by 1950, doubled again by the late 1990s, and has now surpassed 60 percent in the United States. Cattle came off the range and into dense feedlots, concentrated animal feeding operations, or “CAFOs” in industry parlance, that produced a surge in the supply of beef, which in turn generated a change in the American diet—from per capita consumption of about 112 pounds in 1909 to about 271 pounds by the mid-2000s, when it peaked.9 Additionally, fewer cattle on the range meant fewer small family farms (down by more than 300,000 since 1979), and the absence of cattle on mixed-use farms meant less manure, which meant more need for synthetic fertilizers.10 Single-use “monoculture” farms became the rule, and biodiversity suffered.

Another use for the corn surplus was as a sweetener: high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), introduced in 1980. Cheap to produce (one bushel of corn yields 33 pounds of HFCS), and just as sweet as sugar, HFCS quickly became a staple of the American diet. By 1984 it had replaced cane sugar in the sacrosanct recipes of both Coke and Pepsi. By 2012, the average person was consuming almost 55 pounds a year of HFCS without any corresponding decrease in sugar consumption, in turn contributing significantly to a surge in adult type-2 diabetes and the current epidemic of obesity.11

Hence, because of a dotted line extending straight back to the emergence of chemical agriculture, our diets today bear little resemblance to those of earlier generations. Early humans got 65 percent of their calories through fruits and vegetables; modern Man derives only 7 percent of calories from the combination of fruits, vegetables, legumes, whole grains, nuts, and seeds. Instead, 51 percent of our food energy comes through processed foods.

So in the span of one or two human lifetimes—a mere heartbeat, evolutionarily speaking—we have gone from a world of authentic to synthetic, from connate to construct, from pure to processed. Post Toasties are gone; postmodern—as surely evidenced by Fruity Pebbles made from red 40, yellow 6, yellow 5, blue 1, blue 2, artificial flavors, genetically modified soy lecithin, and high-fructose corn syrup—is at hand.

Skull-and-crossbones-laden chemical concoctions used to stimulate agricultural abundance . . . unpronounceable ingredients in our food . . . food products that are neither local nor possibly even terrestrial . . . Faustian trade-offs made to get it all. . . . None of this would have been at all comprehensible to our grandparents or great-grandparents. Yet, the water slowly heating to a boil around us, we seem not to have noticed the change.

How in the world did we get here?
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In the United States and most of the developed world, natural food was the norm even well into our accessible history. In the early 20th century, America was still a predominantly rural country where most of the food was grown on small farms that operated in much the same way they had since agriculture was invented 12,000 years earlier. Fertilizer, for example, came mostly from the manure of livestock, guano, crop residues, and the application of natural elements such as potash, phosphorus, and nitrates.12 Livestock were still being raised on untreated feed and pastureland; the regular use of antibiotics and growth hormones as feed supplements was still years away. Weeds were controlled primarily through mechanical methods (hoeing, tilling, flooding, burning, etc), or through “cropping” or biological means, such as the introduction of parasites;13 salt, ashes, and a few compounds like sodium nitrate or calcium cyanamide were being used selectively, but chemical weed control was still in its infancy.14

There were some chemical pesticides in use, notably the arsenic-based paint pigment Paris Green, which had first been used against the Colorado potato beetle in 1867. In fact, lead, mercury, arsenic, and cyanide were all hailed as beneficial insecticides for many decades. To a modern reader, the insouciant use of such poisons might seem startling. But as Will Allen demonstrated in his fascinating 2008 book The War on Bugs, the editors of magazines such as American Farmer and The Cultivator and rural journals like California Farmer actively and reassuringly promoted the use of chemical pesticides. By the 1920s, Standard Oil even hired the cartoonist Theodore Geisel—aka Dr. Seuss—to help popularize its home pesticide, Flit, and the cartoon campaign increased household pesticide use tenfold.15 Nevertheless, the use of such new-fangled insecticides by farmers was by no means routine. Farm manuals of the day were just as likely to recommend pyrethrum powder (made from ground chrysanthemums), or natural methods, such as cutting the first crop of alfalfa when it buds in order to kill the weevil larvae by starvation or exposure to heat.

Away from the farm, there were a few large food processing companies such as General Mills, Kraft, Heinz, and Del Monte, as well as many smaller regional ones, producing some canned goods and packaged items. Some of the common packaged foods were Pillsbury’s Best flour, Eagle Brand condensed milk, Uneeda biscuits, Heinz tomato soup, and Hershey’s chocolate bars. Most of these were pure and simple products that had not yet been reformulated in the laboratories for enhanced color and flavor or extended shelf life. Food in the early 1900s, and right up through our grandparents’ generation, was still recognizably food, the unsullied bounty of Mother Nature.

However, “progress” was certainly coming to both farm and factory—and in the land of Manifest Destiny, where faith in technology was an inherent trait, it would be almost universally welcomed.

Airplanes were first used to dust crops with pesticides in 1921. Chemists developed ever more effective pesticide compounds; by 1929, 29 million pounds each of lead arsenate and calcium arsenate were helping to control insects each year.16 Synthetic nitrogen, which accounted for less than 5 percent of the nitrogen used for fertilizers at the turn of the century, began to grow in popularity after World War I.17 Urea was synthesized in the lab in the 1930s and was soon put to use in stimulating growth of livestock. Such advances were generally regarded as positive developments, just a few more points on an upward continuum that had already recorded the invention of the cotton gin, the railroad, the telephone, and the gas-powered tractor, and would soon include extension of the electrical grid into rural areas through the Tennessee Valley Authority.

Similarly, though processed food had not yet become an essential part of everyday life for our grandparents’ generation, a number of developments were beginning to pave the way for its infiltration into the American food pantry by the mid-1940s.

First, food manufacturing processes were advancing rapidly.

Steam-powered steel rolling mills had replaced the ancient stone grain mills, and as early as 1884 Pillsbury was capable of producing as much as 5,000 barrels of flour a day, or about 980,000 pounds. Manufacturing companies like Hobart invented labor-saving machines that made large-scale industrial food preparation much cheaper, such as the electric mixer, food cutter, and potato peeler. Great advances were made in the pasteurization of milk, the hydrogenation of oils, and the extraction of juices.

Second, there was a revolution in food preservation.

Although people had been curing, drying, and salting foods for thousands of years, canning had become the preservation method of choice in modern times. The canning process was first developed by French chef Nicholas Appert, using glass jars to preserve products like soup, vegetables, and dairy goods for the French military during the Napoleonic Wars. The science of canning advanced in the latter half of the 19th century, in part through the efforts of companies like Nestlé and Heinz. The first fruits and meats in tin cans began appearing on US store shelves around 1880.

In the early 20th century, both food preservation and processing were significantly aided by the development of refrigerators and what were commonly called “deep freezers” or “deep-freeze units.” Companies like Kelvinator and Electrolux—still around today, though radiating little more than the quaint glow of long-forgotten brands from a simpler time—were the early leaders in refrigeration, along with General Electric, which introduced the first mass market model, the Monitor-Top, in 1927. Some of these models contained usage meters, and advertised payments as low as 15 cents per day. Around the same time, a former taxidermist named Clarence Birdseye invented a process for flash-freezing foods in waxed cardboard boxes, and sold the patents and trademarks to—who else?—the Postum Cereal Company, along with what was then known as the Goldman-Sachs Trading Company, for $22 million.18

Eventually, as the scientific community turned its attention to the processing and preservation challenge, there would be a fundamental shift away from the simplicity of mere canning and freezing, and into technologies of altering the food itself to meet the demand of the emerging convenience- and consumption-driven society for more volume, more variety, and more shelf life.

Third, there was the development of the mass marketplace, through the combination of retailers, advertising media, and Americans’ increased mobility

In the towns and urban centers, far away from the farms, a patchwork of dry goods stores, green grocers, butcher shops, poultry marts, and bakeries had long dominated the retail food industry. But with more Americans moving to the cities, there was a greater need to supply food for the teeming masses. Chains of small groceries exploded in popularity: By 1929 there were 15,709 A&P stores alone.19 The first of the “combination stores” or “supermarkets,” King Kullen, opened in Jamaica, New York, in 1930. Founder Michael S. Cullen wrote of his plan to build “monstrous stores . . . away from the high-rent districts” that would employ aggressive price-cutting tactics.20 Other chains like Safeway, Kroger, Ralph’s, and Publix soon followed suit.

These stores mostly sold fresh, local fare—because, after all, there was no interstate highway system to facilitate delivery of meat or dairy or out-of-season goods, and no regular commercial trans-American air service to fly in mangos and coconuts. This was, in some respects, still the era of Elijah’s Manna. Honey Bunches of Oats Tropical Blend would have to wait for another day.

Newspaper grocery ads reflected the mix of local goods and branded packaged foods. For example, on June 1, 1935, Cobb Markets in Phoenix featured a selection of mostly local perishable items such as jumbo local strawberries, Arizona seedless grapefruit, eggs (“strictly fresh, all white”), broilers (“dressed and drawn”), as well as a few symbols of the dawning age of consumerism, such as packaged products from Del Monte (asparagus, jams, pears, even salmon), Libby’s potted meats, Philadelphia cream cheese, and Kraft Velveeta. Their competitor, Safeway Pay’n Takit stores, advertised local strawberries, grapefruits, carrots, and blackberries. Another merchant, A.J. Bayless, included items like Arizona Star flour, Maricopa butter, Morning Bracer coffee (“we grind it to suit your individual requirements”), and of course Post Toasties—two packages for 15 cents.

Soon there would be many more packaged products, as new technologies helped stimulate the demand and create the means to connect it to the supply. Radio consoles from the likes of Philco, Zenith, Westinghouse, and Crosley dropped in price to an affordable average of $47 in 1933, and soon extended into nearly 60 percent of all households, creating an opportunity for advertisers to reach millions of homes.21 Widespread use of color printing also made this a golden age for magazines and for those who would advertise in them. And, despite a manufacturing slowdown during the Depression years, about one in every five Americans owned a car in the 1930s—creating a degree of mobility that helped to get laborers to farms and food and consumers to stores. The first “farm-to-market” road, christened in Texas in 1937, presaged the development of the transportation network to come.

By 1940, products such as Borden’s homogenized milk, B&M brick-oven baked beans, Peter Pan peanut butter, Maxwell House coffee, Hotel Bar butter, Sunsweet prune juice, Campbell’s cream of mushroom soup, Pepperidge Farm cookies, Arnold bread, Spam, and hundreds of others would become household names. Most, of course, were still made without any artificial additives.

[image: ]

Although agricultural products in the prewar era may have been predominantly fresh and natural, they were teased from the earth at great expense and with excruciating labor and unpredictable results. Farming was no Elysian existence; those who live by the plow have always led hardscrabble lives, and this was never truer than in the years of the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression when drought, soil erosion, and bad husbandry and agronomic practices all contributed to crippling drops in productivity on many of the nation’s 7 million farms. Even without these additional encumbrances, the age-old farming methods—plowing and harrowing by mule, weeding by hand, spreading manure as fertilizer, and utilizing some combination of crop rotation, trapping, praying, and scarecrows to ward off pests—were backbreaking and inefficient. If the rains didn’t come, or if the corn borers and thrips did, an entire season’s crop could be lost. So by the end of the 1930s, American agriculture was primed and ready for improvements of any sort. And the industrial chemistry labs had just the answer.

The theory of using chemicals on the farm dated back at least a century. Justus von Liebig was a German chemist and teacher who had studied in Paris with one of the pioneers of modern chemistry, Joseph Louis Gay-Lussac. Liebig focused his work on soil fertility, and in particular the importance of nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, and a few other minerals. A depletion of these nutrients below a certain minimum, argued Liebig, adversely affected crop yields. Through enthusiastic promotion of his sometimes rather narrow and specious theories (which ignored factors such as microorganisms, pH levels, and crop rotation), he became what author Will Allen called “the first great propagandist for chemistry and for chemical-industrial agriculture.”22 Liebig’s 1840 book, Organic Chemistry in its Applications to Agriculture and Physiology, was the essential text on the subject. For a time, Liebig exerted considerable influence, especially at the scientific schools at Harvard and Yale. The work of one of his disciples, August Wilhelm von Hoffman, also led to breakthroughs in the development of chemical pesticides and fertilizers by the German companies Bayer, BASF, and Hoescht. Nevertheless, as Allen showed, the pointy-headed academics aside, those who actually tilled the soil in the United States were resistant to “book farming,” and Liebig’s theories fell out of favor.23

But everything changed in 1939, when a Swiss entomologist named Paul Müller discovered that a chemical compound called dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane—DDT—was perhaps the most potent broad-based insecticide ever seen, effective even on pests that had developed a resistance to the old standby, arsenic. This was a breakthrough discovery that would ultimately lead us on a path from the blissful ignorance of our agricultural idyll, to “better living through chemistry,” to a book that awakened a generation, to the natural foods revolution it all spawned.

DDT had first been synthesized in 1873, but no real use had been found for it until Müller’s discovery. During World War II, the US military and the War Production Board used DDT to control the spread of “louse-borne typhus” in Europe and malaria in the Pacific, to great effect. It was then released from military control for farm and household use right after the war, and quickly became the standard for insecticides.

“Painted or sprayed on the walls of a cow barn, it will kill every fly that lights there for the next 30 to 60 days,” read one giddy editorial.24 “DDT is good for me-e-e!” sang a group of cartoon animals, vegetables, and people in an ad run in Time magazine in 1947. “The great expectations held for DDT have been realized,” the ad continued. “During 1946, exhaustive scientific tests have shown that, when properly used, DDT kills a host of destructive insect pests, and is a benefactor of all humanity.”25 The 1949 book Principles of Field Crop Production contained 15 separate mentions of DDT and recommended it for use in controlling such pests as the Australian wheat weevil, saw-toothed grain beetle, Indian meal moth, European corn borer, Great Basin wireworm, potato leafhopper, and velvetbean caterpillar—albeit with some cautions, such as avoiding feeding DDT-treated hay to dairy cows “because the DDT consumed by cows is secreted in the milk.”26 In 1948, Müller was awarded a Nobel Prize for his work on DDT. By the mid-1950s, DDT became the most widely used pesticide in the country, replacing arsenic.27

DDT was not the only by-product of the war machine that would rapidly transform the food supply:

• British scientists at the Rothamsted Experimental Station, working to improve crop yields to help feed a hungry nation at war, developed an herbicide called 2,4-dicholorophenoxyacetic acid, also known as 2,4-D or Tributon, which would have revolutionary effects on weed control after it was released in 1946.

• Pharmaceutical companies that commercialized penicillin to treat war wounds would parlay that work into the development of antibiotics for livestock.

• Chemical companies that produced weapons like napalm bombs for the Air Corps turned their attention to agricultural uses after the war, and would churn out all kinds of new potent broad-spectrum pesticides.

• As the tide of fighting turned in Europe, more and more chemical secrets and processes from the highly regarded German industrial sector fell into Allied hands. Research done for the production of nerve agents—much of it by the members of the German chemical conglomerate I.G. Farben—led to the development of a whole new class of organophosphate agricultural chemicals (including the soil fumigant DD and the insecticides parathion and malathion), as well as to carbamates, among the deadliest substances ever produced.

Throughout 1944 and 1945, government committees were working on plans to transfer the remarkable military production capacity—which by war’s end would produce more than 41 billion rounds of small arms ammunition and 5.8 million tons of aircraft bombs—away from materiel and over to peacetime production. Agriculture was the primary beneficiary For example, the huge munitions plant in Muscle Shoals, Alabama, which was left with a surplus of ammonium nitrate from the production of explosives, was converted in 1947 to a factory for the production of fertilizer.

It was, as a DuPont Farm Chemicals brochure of the 1950s boasted, “Man against the soil . . . [a] rise from savagery to civilization.”28

Most of these new agricultural chemicals were known to be highly toxic, although the specific risks—such as bio-accumulation in humans, development of birth defects, creation of algal blooms in the oceans, and destruction of the stratospheric ozone layer—would not be discovered for many years. As a result, a culture of acquiescence and blind faith in science permeated much of society The Depression and Dust Bowl were distant memories, the horrors of war were over, televisions were everywhere, and Uncle Miltie was there to make us laugh. This optimism and toe-the-line Levittown loyalty were part of a postwar consensus that, according to author Mark Hamilton Lytle, “encouraged social and political conformity, respect for governmental and community authority, uncritical patriotism, religious faith, and a commitment to a vague notion of an American way of life defined by prosperity, material comfort, and a secure home.”29 Thus, weren’t the chemicals that were starting to generate miraculous gains in productivity on the farms just part of the inevitable American march of progress?

The gains really did seem miraculous. Herbicides greatly reduced the need for farm labor, and from 1920 to 1955, farm output per labor hour jumped by 146 percent.30 From 1935 to 1955, corn yields per acre increased 58 percent, milk per cow, 21 percent, and eggs per hen, 42 percent. By adding antibiotics to livestock feed, and administering female sex hormones to bulls, calves could be brought up to “slaughter weight” in as little as one quarter of the time it used to take.31 By fumigating the soil with methyl bromide and chloropicrin, strawberries could be planted in the same fields every single year instead of every 10.32

Farm productivity took off exponentially, creating a surplus of some $6.6 billion in food at a time when, according to a Life magazine article, “most of the semistarved half of the world is still using Biblical methods of agriculture.”33

There was also an explosion of processed foods, many now improved and enhanced with chemical discoveries by the growing class of food technologists. Using the latest scientific and synthetic advancements, orange juice could now be concentrated and frozen, and whipped cream could be made Reddi in an aerosol can. Cheese was an especially vulnerable category. By 1930, 40 percent of all cheese in the United States was processed in some way. In the 1950s, spray drying of milk (atomizing it to convert it into a powder, then drying it with a hot gas) became a widespread practice, leading to the development of imitation cheese slices made mostly from vegetable oil and water; by the late 1960s, the addition of sorbic acid also gave these slices antimicrobial properties. Kraft introduced Cheez Whiz in 1953, thanks to the help of some non-cheese additives like stabilizing agents, emulsifiers, citric acid, and flavoring compounds.34

Frozen foods also developed into a huge category, as 6.5 million Americans owned “deep freezers” by the mid-1950s.35 The technologists found that with the right blend of emulsifiers (calcium carbonate), stabilizers (carrageenan), preservatives (sodium benzoate), neutralizing agents (lactic acid), and flavor enhancers (monosodium glutamate), just about anything could be frozen and made palatable. C.S. Swanson & Sons proved this, with the introduction in 1954 of an entire turkey dinner that could be frozen and packaged for consumption in front of the TV, for the very reasonable price of 98 cents.36 Within a year, they had added three more entrées and were selling 25 million TV dinners annually.37

A particularly fascinating example of the popularity of frozen foods was Seabrook Farms, a vegetable growing and freezing operation on 50,000 acres in southern New Jersey at the head of the Delaware Bay.

The farm had been founded in 1893 when Arthur Seabrook, a sharecropper who had been selling vegetables door to door, purchased 57 acres. Arthur’s son, C.F. Seabrook, built up the operation by contracting with other local farmers, adding 35 miles of roads, two railroads, and a power plant. Although he ran out of money and lost the business in 1924, he bought it back by 1930 and began freezing vegetables as a contractor for the Postum Cereal Company, which had just been rechristened as General Foods and which had purchased Birdseye’s flash-freezing patents.

C.F. Seabrook’s primary need had always been labor, because his idea was to apply modern factory methods to farming—a concept that earned him the nickname “the Henry Ford of agriculture.” In the 1920s, he ran an ad looking for “people who are mad enough to desire a quiet, comfortable home with modern conveniences, in the country, and a chance to save money, rather than high wages with dirt, noise and uncertain employment. The place has nothing to recommend it except good treatment, healthful living, steady position, and an opportunity for everybody to work their way up in a new and growing business. No sulkers or people with touchy feelings need apply.”38

During the war, with manpower scarce, C.F. cleverly recruited people of Japanese ancestry who had been in internment camps; more than 2,500 ended up moving there to work on his operations, and in a single year they helped provide 60 million pounds of frozen vegetables to the US military.

By the mid-1950s, the combination of advances in chemical farming, mechanization, and the burgeoning market for frozen produce had built Seabrook Farms into a $25 million operation producing 100 million pounds a year. Life dubbed it the “biggest vegetable factory on Earth” in its issue of January 3, 1955—ironically, just 80 days after Hurricane Hazel had blown through, destroyed the entire spinach crop, and set in motion a series of financial pressures and family squabbles that would ultimately lead to the sale and dissolution of the business. (Today there is virtually no trace of Seabrook Farms. There is just the unincorporated community of Seabrook, which C.F.’s grandson John described as having “the forlorn look of a company town without the company”; some spinach fields; and a population of 1,484—many of Japanese ancestry.)39

In this same time period there was also extraordinary growth in infrastructure and technology, which further facilitated the development of the new food industry. Vacuum techniques repurposed from the war effort were used to pack and ship fresh produce on railcars with less spoilage; by 1950 iceberg lettuce from California was available from coast to coast and became the most consumed vegetable in the country.40 Other dividends of the war were showing up in America’s kitchens, including Corningware, Pyrex, Tupperware, and other plastics. Gas stoves became popular. Soon there were also mechanically cooled refrigerated trucks to help move perishable items over greater distances. In 1956 the Federal-Aid Highway Act provided $26 billion for the construction of 41,000 new miles of high-speed roads. All of this brought more products to more stores more quickly: Whereas the average supermarket in the United States stocked 3,000 items in 1946, by 1957 the number was up to 5,144.41

By the end of the 1950s, the chemical revolution and the march of progress had almost completely transformed the way food was grown, prepared, shipped, and sold. American agricultural industry and ingenuity had become the envy of the world, as evidenced by the behavior of none other than Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev. During a visit by Vice President Richard Nixon to an exhibition of American consumer goods in Moscow’s Sokolniki Park in July 1959, the two leaders openly debated the wisdom of Americas headlong rush toward synthesized and mechanized abundance. Khrushchev mockingly asked, “Don’t you have a machine that puts food into the mouth and pushes it down?” But by the end of the visit, he was posing with a bottle of Pepsi.42 Two months later Khrushchev visited the United States, and was photographed looking inquisitively at a cellophane-wrapped bag of apples during an impromptu visit to a San Francisco supermarket. The memorable Associated Press lead that accompanied the photograph described the scene, including the crush of curious customers and reporters, as “like the happy hour in a manic depressive ward, like the year of the locusts, like the bull in a china shop, like the night the dam burst, like crazy, man.”43
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But as Henry Drummond, the fictitious version of Clarence Darrow in Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee’s 1955 play Inherit the Wind, said, “[P]rogress has never been a bargain. You’ve got to pay for it.”44

And so it was with food. For all of these breakthroughs and gains came at a price, a price that was only starting to register among the select few whose voices had been drowned out by the fulminating sounds of President Dwight Eisenhower’s military-industrial complex.

One of those voices belonged to Jerome Irving “J.I.” Rodale, who had been born Yakov Cohen in 1898 in the back of his father’s 10 by 40-foot grocery store on the Lower East Side of New York. Rodale always had a fascination with the natural world, even in the tenements and concrete canyons of New York, where he grew flowers on the fire escape and thought about growing mushrooms underneath his bed. A peripatetic entrepreneur even from an early age, he worked as a runner on Wall Street, sang in choirs, collected installments for Singer Sewing Machines, sold colored Christmas tree bulbs, traded stocks while still in high school, worked as a tax auditor for the Internal Revenue Service, and started a successful electrical manufacturing business with his brother, Joe. During the Depression he moved to eastern Pennsylvania, where he took up manufacturing, farming (he bought a rundown 63-acre site in the town of Emmaus called Reinhart Farm for $7,000 in 1940), and, later, publishing.

Always an iconoclast, Rodale rejected the modern improvements to agriculture, choosing to focus instead on “organic farming,” a term coined in 1940 by Lord Northbourne and used to describe the natural, regenerative methodologies long practiced and lately detailed in the books An Agricultural Testament by Sir Albert Howard and Bio-Dynamic Farming and Gardening by Dr. Ehrenfried Pfeiffer. In 1942 Rodale launched Organic Farming and Gardening magazine (shortened to Organic Gardening after five issues), explaining in his very first article that “organic methods of farming . . . increase the fertility of the soil, produce much better tasting crops, crops that are healthier for man and beast, reduce weeds, [and] do away with the necessity of using poisonous sprays. . . . ” He railed against “the liberal use of chemical fertilizers,” tied agricultural chemicals to health risks, linked the deterioration of the soil on American farms to the decline of Rome, and presciently looked ahead to a day when “the public is going to wake up and will pay for eggs, meats, vegetables, etc, according to how they were produced.”45

The magazine was not an instant hit. Rodale printed 14,000 copies and sent them to farmers in the hopes of attracting subscribers; only 12 responded. Thus began J.I. Rodale’s frustrated cries in the wilderness—a pursuit of “legitimacy” and a receptive audience for his unconventional ideas that would last for the rest of his life, and well into the lives of his descendants. But through Organic Gardening, he did slowly begin to find his voice. The question was: Had the world already moved too far along to be able to hear him? Thus, in a New York Times book review of his 1945 work Pay Dirt, in which Rodale collected some of his Organic Gardening arguments and warned about the dangers of DDT, Russell Lord, editor of Land magazine, wrote: “Much of the stuff he cites seems to me the outcome of a flaming will-to-believe, and a bit ‘screwy’; but most of it makes sense, plainly.”46

Despite the carping, Pay Dirt was a breakthrough of sorts, and sold more than 50,000 copies. “It more or less made me ‘Mr. Organic,’ ” Rodale later wrote. “I was considered the leader of the movement. I was called on to speak all over the country. . . . ”47

That “will-to-believe” never flickered in Rodale. He experimented with organic methodologies on his farm, persisted with Organic Gardening, launched the organic-based Rodale Diet in 1947, wrote more books, and in 1950 created a health-related magazine called Prevention, which attracted 50,000 subscribers from the very start and went on to become the first big commercial success for Rodale.

Throughout that decade, with his son, Bob, at his side, Rodale grew more convinced about the evils of chemical farming, and more evangelical about the benefits of organic. Organic Gardening, which had 60,000 subscribers in 1951, grew to a circulation of 135,000 by 1957. In the 15th-anniversary edition, in June 1957, J.I. noted that although “our voices have sometimes been blotted out,” and despite the fact that the USDA “and pretty nearly every part of the widely-spread agricultural activity of our country” have “regarded us with a cold skepticism” and “looked upon us as invading carpet-baggers who have come to intrude upon . . . the monopoly of opinion,” nevertheless, tremendous strides had been made. “The fact of the matter is that the organic method is [now] known in every nook and corner of our land, from the halls of congress down to the smallest country town P.T.A.”48

As his granddaughter, Maria, would later write in her book Organic Manifesto, he “was ahead of his times in many ways, but he was also a part of his time. His magazine served as a voice for a growing chorus of concern, and back then, if you wanted to eat food without chemicals, there was only one way to do it: Grow your own.”49

As an appropriate coda to the decade, in 1959 Rodale published an article by Ruth Adams that blasted Tang, the new General Foods orange juice-flavored powdered drink that actually contained no juice at all. “The best thing that you can say about this product is that if you drink it with enough water, it won’t kill you,” she wrote. When, shortly thereafter, Rodale’s ad sales chief went to the General Foods’ agency, Young & Rubicam, to inquire about placing ads for Postum in Prevention, the Tang tirade not surprisingly got in the way.50
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One hundred thirty miles to the west of Emmaus, in the town of Penns Creek, Pennsylvania, the voice of another Natural Prophet was also starting to be heard.

Paul Keene was a Yale graduate who began his career teaching math at Drew University in New Jersey. During a 2-year leave to teach in the missions in India starting in 1938, he met Mahatma Gandhi, who was then working at a rural school, and accompanied him on his morning walks. Keene was deeply impressed by Gandhi’s philosophy of simple living, village enterprises, and desire to seek out a larger framework for life. Keene was also influenced by the organic farming theories of Sir Albert Howard, who was at the time also in India.

When Keene and his wife, Betty, returned to the United States, the former teacher found that “mathematics was rapidly losing ground to thoughts of fields and streams, of proper foods and rural living.” They spent 2 years studying organic farming at the School of Living in Suffern, New York, where they learned “a kind of decentralized, self-sufficient, back-to-the-soil, do-it-yourself homesteading,” and then an additional year near Philadelphia at Kimberton Farms, a small organic farm school—the only such facility in the country—which was run by Dr. Ehrenfried Pfeiffer, one of the other fathers of organics. While at Kimberton Farms, they met J.I. Rodale, who attended a short lecture course and spoke about starting Organic Gardening. Keene was a marvelous writer, and Rodale asked him if he wanted to become the assistant editor for the magazine, but Paul declined; he had his heart set on farming.

In 1946, Paul and Betty borrowed $5,000 to buy a dilapidated 100-acre former pig farm in Penns Creek called Walnut Acres. There was no furnace or even plumbing, the tin roof was rusted through, the house and barn hadn’t been painted in 20 years . . . but to the idealistic and lyrical Keene, it was utopia. “Never was a new-born babe more beautiful to a relieved mother than was Walnut Acres to us as we rattled proudly up the winding lane on that bright March moving day,” he would later write. “Oh, the wonder of it all. We had a house and barn and outbuildings and a hundred acres. Did you hear? One hundred acres!”51

Their goal was not just to farm the land organically, but to produce and package organic goods that could be sold by mail order—a remarkably innovative business model that had the Sears Roebuck catalog in its roots and the seeds of Webvan and Fresh Direct hiding deep in its DNA. “Had we known beforehand what lay ahead we would have been scared to death,” he wrote of the experience. “But nature kindly keeps our destinies from us. One grows but gradually into one’s future.”52

The first Walnut Acres product they created was an apple butter cooked in an iron kettle over an open fire, which they called Apple Essence. The year’s output: 100 quarts, which they sold for $1 each. Clementine Paddleford, the influential food editor of the New York Herald-Tribune, found out about Apple Essence and wrote about it, attracting scores of letters and considerable interest in Walnut Acres. Later, they started selling potatoes, carrots, beets, chickens, and eggs. The eggs were shipped in metal containers specially made for parcel-post handling, which would be returned by the customers when they were done. Each egg was cushioned in its metal shell with crumpled pieces of paper. “If fate decreed a rare unhappy journey, we gave credit for each broken egg,” wrote Keene.53

The business grew slowly but steadily. The draft horses were replaced by an old Ford 9N tractor. They purchased their first stone mill in 1949 to make fresh whole flours and cereals. The old barn was eventually converted to a grinding mill and store. The farm expanded and would reach 500 acres in size, then 660.

As products became available, Paul would type up “price lists” and send out mimeographed copies to interested customers.54 There would be spaghetti, granola, pasta sauces, soups, peanut butter, and other products made from ingredients grown organically on Walnut Acres and on other farms.

Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, as the Big Food producers were churning out one synthetic product after another, Paul began speaking throughout the Northeast. In turn, many organic acolytes made the trek to Penns Creek. “People everywhere seem to be relearning that which should have never been forgotten,” wrote Keene.55

In each edition of the Walnut Acres mail order catalog—successor to the price lists—which reached 100,000 customers and had a total annual distribution of 2 million,56 he wrote eloquently and insistently about his farm, family, and philosophy.

In July 1958, for example, he lamented after paying a visit to a modern chicken farmer about the “full cages of up-and-coming, lay-or-bust, now-or-never, do-or-die chickens” and was aghast at the list of ingredients on their feed, which included chlortetracycline hydrochloride, nicarbizin, arsanilic acid, and the preservative butylated hydroxytoluene. “Heaven only knows what it does to the persons who eat these capons. All I can say is: Not at our place. NEVER at our place.”57 In October 1959, he wrote: “The wheat ground is worked. Very soon the new turn
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